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ABSTRACT 

Appropriateness and reinforcement value of teacher 
language in middle and low socioeconomic school settings were 
investigated, using one hundred and four 5-minute tape recorded 
language samples from 15 teachers in seven schools. In the first 
-analysis, a correlation of .64 (p<.01) between the words in this 
language corpus and those in the Thorndike-Lorge and Rinsland 
listings was found, indicating a high degree of overlap in the oral 
and written language to which these children are expected to respond. 
With reference to verbal reinforcement, analysis of the nature of the 
communications conveyed by the teachers* language revealed a number 
of interesting differences across ethnic and SES groups. White 
teachers of both high SES black children and low SES white children 
used a great deal more verbal reinforcement than white teachers of 
high SES white children or black teachers of low SES black children. 
However, the statements of the white teachers in the first group were 
primarily punitive, whereas the reinforcement messages of the black 
teachers of low SES black children were overwhelmingly positive, 
warm, and supportive. Only white teachers were observed in high SES 
schools, with neither white teachers of low SES black children nor 
black teachers of high SES black children or low SES white children. 
Therefore broad generalizations should not be drawn from this 
incomplete sample. (Author) 
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P roblem 

An analysis of the language used by the teacher in the kindergarten 
classroom is of critical importance at two levels The first level is that 
of comprehension It is essential that the oral instructional messages 
of the teacher be couched in language which has considerable overlap with 
the known repertoire of children at the age or grade level addressed. 

While primarily concerned with the question of memory load, Jones (1970) 
has stressed the confounding effect of syntactical and lexical features 
of the instructions when performance on ability and achievement tests is 
actually the focus of measurement it has also been noted (e.g. Howard & 
McKinnon, 1970) that while there is no significant difference between high 
and low SES children in their ability to comprehend or understand spoken 
language, there is clearly a difference in their ability to respond to 
instructions addressed to them by adults Obviously, this facility, which 
is vital in the child's school success as well as in his everyday activities, 
is a function of the language employed- 

The difficulty level of language is particularly relevant with 
teachers of disadvantaged children. If teachers present their requests in 
terms which are not meaningful, children are likely to fail to respond 
appropriately even when the tasks are ones which they would be both eager 
and capable of performing. When such failures occur repeatedly, teachers 
are apt to conclude that the children are either uncooperative or lacking 
in intellectual competence; punishments, verbal reprimands, and other types 
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of negative reactions ensue, and the seeds which lead to failure, frus- 
tration, and ultimate school dropout are planted. 

A study of teacher speech can provide information about the vocabu- 
lary disadvantaged preschool children should be taught so as to optimize 
their chances for success when they enter kindergarten. Conversely, the 
degree of correspondence between the teacher’s vocabulary and the available 
lists of age-appropriate language norms would help provide some under- 
standing of why teachers, especially those of language-handicapped children, 
fail to communicate effectively and in essence produce "noise" rather tian 
meaningful utterances. 

The second critical function of teacher language in the classroom, 
is as the medium for conveying approval and disapproval, for expressing _ 
warmth and interest or aloofness and hostility. Whereas on the cognitive 
level the teacher's verbalizations deliver specific instructional messages, 
at the autonomic level there are important transmissions through which the 
teacher can encourage further effort and inquiry, or stifle and suppress 
intellectual initiative- 

The present study is directed to both of these issues. In the first 
part there is an attempt to analyze the classroom language of kindergarten 
teachers and to relate this information to various normative estimates of 
the language repertoire of young children. Several types of graded vocabu- 
lary lists have been produced by researchers over the past decades. Gener- 
ally the words are selected on the basis of frequency of appearance in age- 
appropriate printed materials (Thorndike & Lorge, 1945), frequency with 
which they appear in written work by children at various elementary grade 
levels (Rinsland, 1945), or level of difficulty in spelling or reading 
(Dale & Chall, 1948; Gates, 1935). While such criteria for the construction 
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of age-appropriate written materials are tenuous at best, more precise 
experimental exploration seems to be required before these lists can be 
used to evaluate the adequacy of the oral language to which the children 
are expected to respond in the classroom. 

The first step in this study was to obtain samples of teacher 
language in kindergarten classrooms serving children from different ethnic 
and socioeconomic: groups. Using a category system similar to that of 
Flanders (1970), this same language corpus was also analyzed so as to pro- 
vide information on the question concerning the regulatory or reinforcing 
role played by the language of the teacher in the classroom. 

Method 

Description of Sample 

All the kindergarten teachers in seven urban elementary schools, 
selected to provide a sample of high and low socioeconomic black and white 
pupil populations, were included in the study. Three of the seven schools 
were high SES, two with white and one with black children, and four were 
low SES, one with primarily white and three with primarily black populations. 
A major point of interest is that all the black teachers taught in schools 
rated low SES, where the majority of pupils were black, whereas the low 
SES white children and the high SES black children had white teachers. 

No ability or other psychological characteristics of either the 
teachers or the children were measured directly. However, a general de- 
scription of the classroom ambience and physical setting was obtained with 
a specially-constructed observation instrument. 

Description of Classrooms 

The Observation Inventory was designed to obtain an overall impression 
as well as a record of the events which occurred while the language sample 



was being recorded. The form was filled out by the experimenter im- 
mediately following the observation period, so that it was later pos- 
sible to reconstruct the context of the teacher's language as well as 

other relevant features of the particular classroom. 

In general, it was found that most schools sampled were located 
in residential areas representing varying levels of visible prosperity; 
for instance, yards and gardens were far more frequent in the high SES 
environs. Contrary to general opinion, a low teacher/child ratio was not 
particularly characteristic of schools in the deprived areas. The high 
SES classrooms had an average of 25 children compared to 23 in the low 
SES classrooms. All teachers were observed as warm, friendly, and en- 
couraging; in only one case was a teacher characterized as scolding. 
Interactions with children were both verval and non-verbal. 

Certain areas of difference between high and low SES schools were 
noted. In seven of the nine low SES classrooms, the children were described 
as clinging and aggressive, whereas these adjectives were used in describing 
children in only two of the six high SES classes. A second notable dif- 
ference was that in the low SES classes teachers used primarily a verbal 
mode for both positive and negative reinforcement; in the high SES classes, 
teachers were frequently seen as showing approval with smiles, gestures, 
and physical contact. 

Classroom decorations inthe low SES classrooms were predominantly 
pupil -made; of those which were not made by the children, there were about 
the same number of teacher-made and purchased decorations. Although the 
high SES classrooms contained approximately an equal quantity of decorations 
the materials were rarely made by the pupils or teachers. In both high 
and low SES classrooms, there were many learning aids. However, in low 
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SES schools, these were generally kept in locked closets and not 

use by the children at their own option. 

The-overall rating of the general atmosphere indicated that all six 

of the high SES classrooms were considered well-organized. On the other 
hand, five low SES schools were rated organized and busy, two were observed 
as organized but rushed, one as tense, and one as disorganized. 

Procedure 

It was feared that if the teachers were informed that the primary 
purpose of the investigation was to obtain a sampling of the vocabulary 
they used with their kindergarten children, they would become self-con- 
scious and their speech accordingly stilted and unrepresentative. To 
avoid this possibility, the teachers were told that the study was attempting 
to record the speaking repertoire of kindergarten children. A Wollensak 
tape recorder (Model 1500, recording speed 3/4 IPS) was placed in an un- 
obtrusive corner and sample five-minute segments were collected from both 
the morning and afternoon sessions. Generally the schedule called for one 
five-minute segment every half-hour, but this was not always possible. A 
minimum of three segments were recorded for each teacher, furnishing a 
total of 104 five-minute samples, 57 from morning classes and 47 from after- 

noon classes. 

The tapes were transcribed as soon as possible by the original ex- 
perimenter, who had been present in the classroom during the time the re- 
cordings were made, and later edited by at least two independent listeners. 
The typed scripts represent the basic data for all teacher language analyses. 

Results 

The first level analyses relate to a simple tally by parts of speech. 
The total corpus of 23,855 running words, consisting of 1082 different words 




and 54 phrases, were recorded in eight hours and 40 minutes of tape. The 
1082 different words were tallied within seven part-of-speech categories, 
and percentages for each category were computed. Similarly, percentages 
for part-of-speech categories were obtained for 750 words which also ap- 
peared on both the Thorndi ke-Lorge and Rinsland word lists. These data 
are reported in Table 1. Not surprisingly, about 70% of the output con- 
sists of nouns and verbs; with adjectives included, these three part-of- 
speech categories account for approximately 85% of the total corpus of 
both lists. The major difference seems to lie primarily in the greater 
frequency of noun usage in the spoken teacher vocabulary, with a concomi- 
tant lower frequency in verb forms. 

Table 2 presents the distribution of the Teacher Vocabulary (TV) 
words according to the Thorndike-Lorge (T-L.) and Rinsland (R) categories. 

Of the 1082 TV words, 1007 were included in the T-L listing. Over 41% 
of these were in the 500 most frequent words category (49a). The number 
of TV words in the remaining categories diminished as they decreased in 
frequency on the T-L list, with almost 80% being among the 2000 most commonly 
used words, according to the T-L criteria. The Rinsland lists do not have 
norms for kindergarten children. However, 905 of the TV words were used by 
the first graders in the Rinsland study. Of these, over 86% were among the 
2000 most frequently used by these children. There was a perceptible de- 
crease in the number of TV words in the less frequently occurring categories. 

Those words not occurring at the first grade level of the Rinsland 
written materials accounted for 20% of the total number of different TV 
words, but only 3% of the actual verbal production, or total number of 
running words. As a group, the non-Rinsland words (i.e. those not used by 
the f i rst-graders in that study) included a much larger percentage of nouns. 
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To test the hypothesis that the majority of the less familiar words used by 
the teachers would be in the abstract noun category, a separate 
of concrete and abstract nouns was carried out. As can be seen in Table 
this hypothesis was supported; only 19.5* of the Rinsland nouns were ab- 
stract, whereas 24.4* of the nouns not on the Rinsland list were in this 
category. The group of 905 familiar TV words included a greater propor- 
tion of pronouns, but there were no noticeable differences in any of the 
other word classes. One further contrast between the total Teacher Vocab- 
ulary and the subset of Rinsland words was in terms of the Thorndike- 
Lorge frequency of occurrence categories. Table 3 shows that of the 905 
TV words which were oh the Rinsland list, 79* were among the Thorndike- 
Lorke 2000 most common words, compared to only 32* of words not on the 
Rinsland list which were in this category. Conversely, only 14* of the 
words on both the TV and Rinsland list were within the infrequent cate- 
gory, compared to 56* of the TV words not on the Rinsland list. It can 
thus be inferred that the bulk of the teacher language consists of words 
with which first graders are expected to be familiar, as measured by 

both the Rinsland and the Thorndike-Lorge criteria. 

Table 5 provides a complete list of the 1082 words and 54 phrases 
tabulated from the teacher language typescripts, with their frequency of 
occurrence on this list reported in Column 1. In addition to the Teacher 
Vocabulary obtained from the taped segments, this table includes frequency 
of occurrence tabulations of these words as they occur in a random sample 
of language used in a variety of preschool-primary grade materials. The 
variety of sources for this second list are presented in Table 4. No sta- 
tistical comparisons were made between these two lists. 

Columns 3 and 4 of Table 5 represent, for the Rinsland and the 
Thorndike-Lorge respectively, the code category according to the system 
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described on page 43. Thus, the low numbers reflect higher frequency of 

occurrence on both Columns 3 and 4. 

After all the data had been analyzed, a new source of children's 
spoken language (Wepman & Hass, 1969) reached the attention of the authors. 
While it was impossible at this time to rerun all che comparisons that had 
been made for the Teacher Vocabulary and the Rinsland and Thorndike-Lorge 
lists, it was felt that this new list was too relevant to be completely 
omitted from consideration. Using the frequency of occurrence data from 
the Teacher Language, the Written Materials sample, and the Wepman-Hass, 
the 235 words which appeared on all three sets of data were compared. 

All three correlation coefficients were found to be significant at 
the .01 level. Not unexpectedly, the strongest relationship (.64) was 
between the spoken teacher vocabulary and the written materials. Quite 
clearly, there is a high degree of overlap in the oral and written lan 
guage to which these children are expected to respond. While somewhat 
less powerful, the correlation of .53 shows a considerable degree of 
correspondence between the spoken language of teachers and of kindergarten 
children. The correlation coefficient of .48 between the words children 
speak and those to which they are expected to respond, while significant 
by statistical criteria, indicates a considerable gap between the words 
over which children demonstrate control and those to which they are ex- 
posed in reading and testing situations. 

The second level analysis was concerned with the nature of the com- 
munications conveyed by the teacher's language. Using a modification of 
the Flanders interaction system, the transcriptions were coded and analyzed 
under four major categories: 1. Eliciting information; 2. Supplying 

information; 3. Classroom management; and 4. Reinforcement. A fifth 
category was used for statements which were inaudible or not susceptible 
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to decoding by a Black and a Caucasian listener. The frequency of mes- 
sages in each of these categories is reported in Table 6. The data on 
this table are presented so as to be able to compare teachers in high 
and low socioeconomic status schools, by race of teacher and majority 
ethnic composition of class. A number of interesting inferences can be 
drawn from these data. 

The majority of the language of Caucasian teachers of predominantly 
Caucasian pupils in high SES schools is concerned either with eliciting 
information (40.4%) or supplying information (36.9%). Thus, a little 
more than 77% of the teacher language in these classrooms is directly 
concerned with instructional content, approximately 18% with classroom 
control, and only about 5% with verbal reinforcements. Of this latter 
group of messages, 88.5% communicate approval and only 11.5% disapproval. 

In terms of percent of messages concerned with instruction, there is 
little difference among the teachers in the other three groups. However, 
it seems that teachers in high SES schools, even at this early grade, 
need to spend a good deal less time in classroom management than teachers 
in low SES schools. The data show that Caucasian teachers of Caucasian 
children and Black teachers of Black children devote approximately 27% of 
their messages to maintaining classroom order and routines. 

Caucasian teachers of both high SES Black children and low SES white 
children use a great deal more verbal reinforcement than was noted with 
Caucasian teachers with high SES white children or Black teachers with low 
SES Black children. However, although apparently similar in the amount of 
verbal reinforcement (14.5% and 13.6%), these statements are far less 
apt to express approval in Caucasian teachers with high SES Black children 
(73.8%) than with Caucasian teachers of low SES Caucasian children (81.9%). 
For Black teachers of low SES Black children, while the overall proportion 
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of statements conveying reinforcement messages is relatively small (6.2%), 
when verbal reinforcement does occur it is most likely to be positive (94.5%). 

As indicated earlier, it was not always possible to obtain the same 
number of taped segments with each teacher, thus the total number of mes- 
sages is largely a function of the number of segments taped. In an attempt 
to control for this inequity, the total number of message units was divided 
by the total number of taped segments for each of the four teacher groups, 
and the mean number of messages per segment are reported in Table 6 Here 
it can be seen that Caucasian teachers of high SES Caucasian children do 
considerably more talking, on the whole, than the teachers in the other 
three groups; Caucasian teachers of low SES Caucasian children provide 
considerably fewer verbal communications than the other teachers. 

Discussion 

The first question with which this study was concerned was that of 
the relationship between the language of teachers and children in kinder- 
garten classrooms. The analyses examined the syntactic nature of the 
language corpus and the correlation between the words spoken by teachers, 
their use by children in their own spoken and written language, and their 
frequency of occurrence in written materials to which these children are 
expected to respond. The second question was concerned with the nature 
of the communication messages conveyed by the teacher language, and 
whether there were any differences in these messages as a function of 
socioeconomic status of the pupil population or the ethnicity of teachers 
or pupils. 

With reference to the first question, it is encouraging to note that 
over 60% of the language used by teachers is within the children's expected 
level of familiarity, according to the Thorndike-Lorge and Rinsland criteria. 
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The 40% balance of unfamiliar words may be considered the word load to 
which these children are exposed in the process of vocabulary acquisition. 

It has been suggested (Wilson, 1963) that children should be given a new 
word for every 46 words already in their vocabulary. However, the basis 
on which this ratio was established is unclear. 

Burroughs (1957) has made a distinction between core and fringe 
vocabularies, with the fringe vocabulary in the process of development 
at this age. However, in the present study, 67.2% of the nouns were in 
the unfamiliar category, with a high percentage of these being abstract 
nouns. Since almost 50% of the total recorded teacher vocabulary consists 
of nouns, it is questionable whether such a high bombardment of unfamil- 
iar words can produce effective vocabulary extension with these young 
children. Further research is needed to determine the most desirable 
exposure ratio of unfamiliar to familiar vocabulary, especially among 
children with identified language deficiencies. 

With reference to teacher style across ethnic and SES groups, a 
number of interesting findings were reported. Unfortunately, the schools 
involved in the study did not provide a complete sample of teachers to 
fill all the cells the original design envisioned. Thus, there were only 
Caucasian teachers observed in high SES schools, and no Caucasian teachers 
of low SES Black children, or Black teachers of low SES Caucasian children. 
It is therefore impossible to prepare a complete SES by Race analysis. 
However, the findings tend to support the data on the Observation Inventory, 
indicating less confusion and disturbance in the high SES schools. In gen- 
eral, Caucasian teachers of high SES Caucasian children give fewer verbal 
supports, whereas Black teachers of low SES Black children are the warmest 
and most supportive. 
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Table 1 



Frequency Distribution by Parts of Speech for Total Teacher Vocabulary 
Compared to Distribution for only those Words Appearing on both 
the Rinsland and Thorndike-Lorge Word Lists. 



Total TV Words also on Rinsland 

Teacher Vocabulary & Thorndike-Lorge Lists 

(N=l 082 ) ( N=750 ) 

Part of Speech # of Words Percent # of Words Percent 



Nouns 


523 


48.3 


308 


41.1 


Pronouns 


42 


3.9 


34 


4.5 


Verbs 


264 


24.4 


210 


28.0 


Adjectives 


143 


13.2 


109 


14.5 


Adverbs 


71 


6.6 


45 


6.0 


Preposi tions 


31 


2.9 


33 


4.4 


Conjunctions 


8 


0.7 


11 


1.5 



Table 2 

Distribution of Teacher Vocabulary (TV) Words on the 
Thorndi ke-Lorge (T-L) and Rinsland (R) Word Lists 



Thorndike-Lorge 

Category 


No. of 
TV Words 


% of 

TV Words 


Ri ns l and 
Category 


No. of 
TV Words 


% of 

TV Words 






49a 


417 


41.4 


la 


380 


42.0 


49b 


199 


19.8 


lb 


214 


23.6 


29-48a 


95 


9.4 


2a 


131 


14.5 


29-48b 


75 


7.5 


2b 


56 


6.2 


1 9- 28a 


47 


4.7 


3a 


72 


8.0 


19-28b 


42 


4.2 


3b 


28 


3.1 


Below 19 


132 


13.0 


4a & 4b 


24 


2.7 


Total TV Words 


on T-L List: 


1007 


Total TV 


Words on 


R List: 905 
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Table 3 



Distribution of 905 TV Words on Rinsland First Grade List by 
Part of Speech and Level of Frequency on Thorndike-Lorge Categories, 
Compared to Distribution of 177 TV Words on Rinsland List. 



% on % not on Thorndike-Lorge % on % not on 
Part of Speech Rinsland Rinsland Frequency Category Rinsland Rinsland 



Concrete Nouns 


36.6 


47.5 


49a 


45.6 


2.6 


Abstract 


8.8 


19.8 


49b 


19.2 


11 .3 


Total Nouns 


45.4 


67.3 


29-48a 


7.9 


10.4 


Pronouns 


4.5 


0.6 


29-48b 


6.2 


8.2 


Verbs 


26.5 


22.6 


19-28a 


3.6 


6.5 


Adjecti ves 


14.6 


14.1 


1 9-28b 


3.3 


5.2 


Adverbs 


6.0 


9.6 


Below 19 


14.2 


55.8 


Prepositions 


3.4 


.0.1 








Conjunctions 


0.1 


0.0 
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Table 4 



Word List #2: Tests, Miscellaneous Word Lists, and 

Materials Written for Children 



I Tests 



Stanford-Binet 

Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children 
California Test of Mental Maturity (Short Form) 

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test 

Illinois Test of Psychol ingui Stic Ability (Experimental Version) 
Lorge-Thorndike Intelligence Test, Level 1, Forms A and B 
Watts Language and Developmental Scale 

Metropolitan Readiness Tests 
Harrison-Stroud Reading Test 
The Dominion Tests 

II Word Lists (not including Rinsland and Thorndi ke-Lorge) 

600 Instant Words (Edward Fry) 

Standard Minimal Speaking Vocabulary for Pre-First Grade (Tireman, 1948) 
Spontaneous Speaking Vocabulary of Children i'n Primary Grades (1957) 
Children's Verbal Output Inventory 

III Material s Written for Children 



Fun for All 
Listening to a Story 
Goldilocks and the Three Bears 
We Learn to Listen 

Scott-Foresman Preprimers (Sally, Dick, and Jane) 

Follett Company City Schools Reading Program (4 preprimers) 
Betts' Basic Readers, Third Edition 
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Frequency of Occurrence of Words on Four Kindergarten Vocabulary Sources 
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Table 6 

Types of Messages Conveyed by Teachers in Kindergarten Classrooms (by SES and Race) 
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Total Messages by SES-Race Groups 1312 871 612 2339 

Total Number of Taped Segments 24 18 15 47 

Mean Statements per Segment 54.7 48.4 40.8 49.8 



